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Abstract
More than four decades ago H.B. Nicholson compared the so-called Palace Stone from Xochicalco to a page in 

a Mesoamerican codex. Showing numerous calendrical dates and toponymic signs connected by a path marked by footprints 
the monument readily recalls the cartographic tradition that is well-known for the central Mexican highlands at the time of the 
Spanish conquest. In this paper we explore the Epiclassic evidence of this tradition, discussing not only central features of the 
Palace Stone, but also additional monuments from Xochicalco and sites in the vicinity, such as the recently discovered Tetlama 
stela, that belong to the same genre. Thus, we provide a preliminary analysis of the formal features and contents of these 
fascinating monuments that record an important narrative history and founding myth of Xochicalco and some of its satellite 
communities. Furthermore, we shall also introduce evidence that suggests that the conventions of this tradition can ultimately 
be traced back to Teotihuacan in the Early Classic.

Keywords: Native American cartography, diachronic evolution, Epiclassic monuments, epigraphy

Resumen
Hace más de cuatro décadas, que H.B. Nicholson comparó la llamada Piedra del Palacio de Xochicalco a una página de 

un códice mesoamericano. El monumento inmediatamente evoca la bien conocida tradición cartográfica del Altiplano Central 
de México en el momento de la conquista española, ya que presenta numerosas fechas calendáricas y signos toponímicos co-
nectados mediante un camino marcado por huellas. En este artículo exploraremos la evidencia de esta tradición correspondiente 
al Epiclásico y discutiremos no sólo las características fundamentales de la Piedra del Palacio, sino también de algunos monu-
mentos adicionales procedentes de Xochicalco y distintos sitios en sus inmediaciones, como la estela de Tetlama descubierta 
recientemente, la cual pertenece al mismo género. De esta forma proporcionaremos un análisis preliminar de los rasgos formales 
y contenidos en estos fascinantes monumentos, los cuales registran una historia narrativa de prima importancia y un mito funda-
cional de Xochicalco, así como de algunas de sus comunidades satélites. Además, presentaremos evidencia que sugiere que las 
convenciones de esta tradición en última instancia se remontan a Teotihuacan en el Clásico Temprano.

Palabras clave: Cartografía indígena, evolución diacrónica, monumentos epiclásicos, epigrafía
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INTRODUCTION

When the Spanish conquerors arrived to Mesoamerica in the 16th century, they encountered 
literate civilizations that made use of untold many screenfold manuscripts (Figure 1). From extant 
examples as well as eyewitness accounts we know that these manuscripts recorded a wealth of 
information, including tribute lists, ritual almanacs, dynastic sequences, origin myths and territorial 
landscapes. Depending on the material and format of these manuscripts these are designated as 
codices for screenfold books, or more rarely as tiras ‘rolls’, and as lienzos for ‘linens’, or ‘canvases’ 
(e.g., Brotherston 1995; Boone 2000, 2007; Novotny 2005). Before the introduction of European 
paper, the majority of codices were made of indigenous paper, produced from the inner bark of fig 
trees (Ficus sp.) and known as amate, or from a type of vellum made of deer hides that was coated 
with a thin layer of gesso. In contrast, lienzos were made of fairly large sheets of woven textiles. 
There is some overlap between the format, the media and the type of information that was recorded in 
these manuscripts, but for the most part codices were the preferred medium, leaving lienzos to record 
historic, dynastic and territorial information (see Boone 2000: 20-22). With the Spanish conquest 
many of these manuscripts were the object of destruction by the foreign authorities, but particular 
categories were allowed to endure as long as these could serve the purposes of the new authorities. 
As a result the vast majority of extant manuscripts are post-Conquest works, with only a handful 
subsisting from the decades before the Spanish invasion. Of the post-Conquest manuscripts, some 
are genuine creations by the hand of accomplished indigenous scribes, others are faithful copies of 
pre-Conquest documents and others still reflect the cultural hybridism in which their authors were 
born, raised and/or educated in the agonizing mestizaje of New Spain. Among the manuscripts that 
were produced by indigenous scribes in the post-Conquest period and which were permitted by the 
Spanish authorities, secular as well as religious, are those that can be categorized as annals, tribute 
lists and cartographic manuscripts, known as mapas; all clearly reflecting the preoccupations of the 
colonists: political power, tribute and territory. Commenting on the different types of books that 
were in use among the Aztec, the Franciscan friar Toribio de Motolinía remarked on the reliability of 
historical annals, even describing these as the only trustworthy source (apparently to better denigrate 
the subject matter of the other sources): “Thus they wrote and pictured the exploits and stories of war, 
and the succession of the principal lords, weather conditions and pestilences, and at what time and 
under which lord these things occurred” (cited after Boone 2000: 22).

Most of these manuscripts are particular to specific areas or city-states. Thus, the annals record 
dynastic history of the rulers of a particular city-state and tribute lists record what levy is due to a 
capital from its vassals. Cartographic manuscripts, in turn, record the extent of the territory under the 
control of specific city-state as well as smaller-scale cadastral maps that provide information as to 
parcel allotment, sizes and names of the owners (see Mundy 1996: 91-133; Boone 2000: 126-161). 
Due to the fact that the majority of manuscripts were elaborated around the time of the Conquest 
and in the ensuing decades, many of these show European influence in the style of their execution, 
elements of material culture and alphabetic captions. As such one can wonder as to which traits are 
really Precolumbian, which are of European import and which are syncretic meldings of the two 
(e.g., Robertson 1959: 59-67). This dilemma raises a whole series of interesting questions: Was 
there a genuine Precolumbian cartographic tradition, and if so, what did it look like and what are its 
defining features? Without a diachronic study that attempts to investigate the evolution of this tradition 
the question has to remain an open one. It is precisely these queries that we will undertake in the 
present study, starting first by reviewing a few illustrative examples of mapas from the post-Conquest 
period, before retreating seven centuries to the Epiclassic period (ad 650-900) to examine a series of 
fascinating monuments from Xochicalco (in the state of Morelos, Mexico), which represent some of 
the earliest examples of a mature mapa tradition in the central Mexican highlands. Thereafter we will 
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consider some of the salient evidence that implies that Teotihuacan was the cradle of the cartographic 
tradition in the Early Classic (ad 300-550), since some of the earliest conventions of can be traced 
back to the iconography of this great metropolis.

INDIGENOUS CARTOGRAPHY IN NEW SPAIN

Before we can consider the origins of Mesoamerican cartography we must take into account 
indigenous maps from around the time of European contact, since this period is characterized by 
a wealth of written documents and manuscripts (Robertson 1959: 31-32, 179-189; Mundy 1996). 
Whereas there are many Mesoamerican manuscripts that exhibit some of the features of maps, 
many of these do not wholly conform to the specific conceptions and definitions of European maps. 
Nevertheless, indigenous maps produced in Mesoamerica expressed both paths of travel linking one 
place with another as well as placenames across a wider landscape. According to such a definition, 
Mesoamerican cartographic documents and European maps can be said to have essentially comparable 
functions, at their most elemental level. As a result we use, as a label of convenience, the Spanish 

Figure 1. Maps showing the location of toponyms mentioned in the text. The larger map (below) focuses on the 
central Mexican highlands, whereas the inset map of Mesoamerica (above) shows the location of Maya sites 
as well as the frame delineating the extent of the smaller scale map. Relief data © ESRI (maps by Christophe 
Helmke).
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term mapas to designate the cartographic manuscripts that were produced in Mesoamerica and which 
exhibit Native American features, even if at times they also show some degree of European influence 
and irrespective of the amount of cartographic information provided, as long as some of the basic 
features are represented. For instance certain manuscripts place much stock on information that we 
might consider historical and which could even be considered to fall under the category of Res Gestae, 
as accounts of deeds accomplished by prominent dynasts. Nevertheless, if such historical narratives 
are set and framed by geographic features and take place in what might be called landscape scenes, 
we would still consider these to be essentially a form of cartographic document. As a final point, 
we should recall that the art of cartography in Europe was really in its infancy when the New World 
was discovered, and one cannot help but wonder as to how this epoch of discovery impacted the 
development of the mapmaker’s craft (e.g., Gautier Dalché 1998; Dym and Offen 2011).

As a means of introducing the main characteristics and conventions of Mesoamerican cartographic 
manuscripts, we will examine several illustrative examples below. Although the examples that we 
will focus on were produced by Nawatl speaking cultures of the central Mexican highlands, we should 
remark that mapas were also a defining characteristic of contemporaneous Otomanguean cultures of 
Oaxaca (e.g., Parmenter 1993; Boone 2000: 126-161; Ruíz Ortíz and Jansen 2009). What really sets 
Old World from New World maps apart are their intended functions and the types of information 
that they convey. One intriguing account provided by the Spanish chronicler and Franciscan friar 
Bernardino de Sahagún (1499-1590) suggests that the Aztec used native maps to find their way across 
larger territorial expanses and during the planning of battles and sieges (Sahagún 1954: 51) (Figure 
2a), and an earlier statement by the Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés supports this (Robertson 
1959: 31-32). Even though such mapas could prompt readers to ask pertinent directions to scouts and 
guides, a quick perusal of Mesoamerican cartographic documents should suffice to indicate that they 
were not designed as viable topographic maps with clearly marked roadways, all rendered to scale 
in a Cartesian plane. Mesoamerican mapas served first and foremost as aide-mémoires that required 
intimate knowledge of the landscape in order to fulfill their intended functions. In her insightful and 
extensive research on the subject of Mesoamerican cartography, Barbara E. Mundy (1996, 1998: 187) 
recognizes four principal categories of maps, namely: 1) cosmographic, 2) celestial, 3) cadastral, 
and 4) territorial maps. We will focus our attention on the last category, which in Mesoamerica 
can be termed “cartographic histories” since historical information are often woven into these 
stylized geographic landscapes (Mundy 1998: 191-194, 204-221). Such cartographic histories can, 
in the broadest strokes, be described as territorial maps, that tend to include dynastic information. 
By necessity we will also briefly touch on the subject of annals as these have a bearing on our 
comprehension of cartographic histories, particularly since the two categories also overlap to some 
extent.

Particularly illustrative of the Mesoamerican mapa genre are the territorial maps found in the 
manuscript known as the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca. The Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca dates to 
sometime in the latter half of the 16th century and was written in Quauhtinchan, in Puebla (Kirchhoff 
et al. 1976: 6-12; Leibsohn 2009; see also Carrasco and Sessions 2007 on the Mapa de Cuauhtinchan 
No. 2). As is typical, the territorial representations use as their primary point of reference the principal 
settlement or capital of a city-state, or aal-tepeetl (lit. ‘water-mountain’), in Nawatl, the language 
of the Aztec (Molina 1571: 4r, 162r; Siméon 1992: 21; Noguez 2001: 12-13). Thus on Fol. 32v-33r 
we see a mountain range extending over the double-page spread, a large eagle serving to mark the 
name of the place, Quauhtinchan (since kwaawtli is ‘eagle’ in Nawatl) (Figure 3a). In keeping with 
images of origin the eagle is shown within a cave, whereas a priestly figure drills the first New Fire 
above, an important ritual act that was tied to the founding of cities and the establishment of new 
eras (e.g., Boone 2000: 152-158; Oudijk 2002). As such it is clear that Quauhtinchan is the primary 
focus and inherently a cosmic center. All around the edge of this folio are more than three dozen 
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Figure 2. Cartographic manuscripts 
and their conventions in the Floren-
tine Codex: a) Depiction of the use 
of a mapa, where spies report back 
to military leaders during the plan-
ning of a siege (Book 8, Fol. 33v). 
b) Roads rendered using Mesoamer-
ican conventions, as paths with foot-
prints crisscrossing a landscape dot-
ted with church steeples (Book 11, 
Fol. 237r) (after Sahagún 1979).
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glyphic compounds that record a wide array of toponyms. These signs are all aligned to the edge of 
the double-page spread, and the map must be turned so that each edge can be properly read. It is as 
though a type of perspective has been applied resulting in each side being flattened or folded outwards 
from the center. The toponyms are evenly spaced along the edge of the manuscript betraying that their 
disposition is dictated by artistic conventions, rather than accurately representing actual distances 
(Mundy 1998: 206). The vast majority of toponyms use mountain signs as their “geographical 
substantive” (Smith 1973: 38-41) with additional glyphic elements embedded within, or set atop, 
to serve as qualifiers, specifying what type of mountain it is and what the toponym is. Most of these 

Figure 3. The Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca: a) The mapa showing the extent of the Quauhtinchan city-state 
in what is now Puebla, Mexico (Fol. 32v-33r; after Kirchhoff et al. 1976: 24-25). Examples of toponyms 
from the mapa above: b) ooseelootepeek, c) kwaawtepeek, d) koowaatepeek, and e) tootolkechko (drawings by  
Christophe Helmke).
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signs are logograms, meaning that these represent whole words, although at times recourse is made 
to the rebus principle, so as to yield the desired reading without necessarily conveying or conforming 
to the meaning of the element depicted. Thus, to take a few examples from this map: a snake within 
a mountain is written, [KOWA]TEPE, yielding koowaa-tepee-k in Nawatl, ‘snake-mountain-place’, 
whereas a jaguar within a mountain records [OSELO]TEPE, for ooseeloo-tepee-k, ‘jaguar-mountain-
place’, in the same way as [WILO]TEPE, [KWAW]TEPE and [XAL]TEPE, which can be read 
as wiiloo-tepee-k, ‘dove-mountain-place’, kwaaw-tepee-k, ‘eagle-mountain-place’ and xaal-tepee-k, 
‘sand-mountain-place’ (see Kirchhoff et al. 1976: 194-195) (Figure 3b-e). What is interesting here 
is that the place names placed around the edge of the map are meant to represent the physiographic 
features and settlements that are located at the boundary of the territory dominated by Quauhtinchan. 
Using modern maps as a frame of reference we can see that the toponyms indicated along the edge 
of the map are separated from Quauhtinchan by anything between 5 and 68 km (see Kirchhoff et al. 
1976: 259; Mundy 1998: Fig. 5.16). As a result it is clear that this map is not designed to represent the 
exact distances between the various places, a great point of departure from the ideals of positivistic 
European maps. In this case, it is thus better to think of a circuit of toponyms that represent the 
boundaries of a territory and wherein their disposition with relation to one another appears to be 
respected. This is particularly true when these toponyms are matched up with extant modern places 
since the circuit and the sequence of toponyms can be corroborated, showing the perimeter of a large 
territory that once covered over 6 800 km2 (see Kirchhoff et al. 1976: Map 7; Mundy 1998: 205-207). 
Completing the map are several paths of footprints that mark the historical ingress of conquerors and 
the resulting defeat of settlements in the southeastern portion of the territory. This map in many ways 
exemplifies the mapa tradition and shows how geographic landscapes were represented by relying on 
glyphic renditions of toponyms, arranged to define the boundary of territories of a particular city-state. 
This feature of Mesoamerican cartography survives even in later documents written exclusively with 
Latin letters. Thus in a document dated to 1608, an inhabitant of San Martín Obispo (now San Martín 
de las Pirámides), just north of the archaeological site of Teotihuacan, declares the considerable extent 
of his lands, by describing (in Nawatl) a circuit of named hills and peaks (Gamio 1922: II: 571-573; 
Helmke and Nielsen 2014: 87-88). Returning to the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca we can see that 
some prominent historical events are also woven into the geographic fabric with the spatio-temporal 
aspect denoted by paths of footprints that indicate the flow of people across the landscape. A welcome 
addition would be to find indications of dates for the historical events that are celebrated on the map, 
yet these are saliently absent. Presumably these events were sufficiently well known that they did not 
need repeating. In addition, lengthy sequences of calendrical dates form the backbone of the annals 
genre, which may explain their absence in other genres, such as mapas.

Another fascinating example of the mapa genre is the Codex Xolotl, which is far grander in 
scope and breadth that the map of the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca. The Codex Xolotl can be dated to 
around 1540 and was consulted by early historians, including Don Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxochitl, a 
descendant of the kings of Texcoco, who affirmed that the codex had been painted during the rule of 
the Aztec emperor Nesawalkoyootl (Dibble 1980: 11). Unlike other mapas, the Codex Xolotl outlines 
not only the extent of one city-state, but instead attempts to provide a geographic and historic overview 
of the Valley of Mexico from the arrival of the Chichimec and their leader, Xolotl, in the year ‘5 flint’ 
(corresponding to ad 1224) and the establishment of his capital at Tenayuca, up to the Tepanec war in 
ad 1427 (Dibble 1980; see also Parsons 1970; Douglas 2010: 46-50). If we focus on the first complete 
sheet of the Codex Xolotl we can see a typical boundary map wherein the toponyms that are placed 
along the edge of the map serve, as with the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca, to demarcate the extent of 
a territory (Mundy 1998: 208). Planimetrically the map in the Codex Xolotl respects the placement of 
boundary sites within the central Mexican highlands, scattered in what are now the modern states of 
Mexico, Hidalgo, Puebla, and Morelos, all surrounding the Valley of Mexico. The circuit in question 
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spans more than 736 km, encompassing an area greater than 17 300 km2 (Mundy 1998: Fig. 5.18).1 
According to Ixtlilxochitl, Xolotl visited each of these places “during a ritual perambulation of the 
limits of the region he was one day to control” (Mundy 1998: 206; Alva Ixtlilxochitl 1975: 295-296, 
n. 67). This aspect of ritual peregrination is important since we will touch upon promising cases of 
earlier examples, below. Another feature that sets the Codex Xolotl apart is the means by which it 
represents bodies of water, especially the great lakes of the Valley of Mexico, reduced to sinuous and 
elongated bands of blue, almost resembling rivers (Figure 4). In addition, whereas the Codex Xolotl 
represents a long sequence of toponyms, the many people that populate the landscape, the paths they 

1 This surface area has been calculated on a basis of a histogram calculation of pixel distribution that excludes the 
surface area of the modern state of Tlaxcala. If part of Tlaxcala was included in the circuit, the area encompassed 
by the first page of the Codex Xolotl would increase to c. 19 400 km2.

Figure 4. The first complete page of the Codex Xolotl displays a detailed map of the Valley of Mexico as well 
as a large number of place names and the central figures of the migration narrative (photograph © Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France).
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travel, their interactions with each other and their name glyphs truly dominate. Another distinguishing 
feature of the Codex Xolotl are the lengthy utterances that are depicted as strings of glyphs attached 
to speech scrolls. As such, the eleven sheets that together comprise the Codex Xolotl relate historical 
events involving an extensive genealogy of Xolotl and his descendants, the whole represented in 
chronological sequence (Dibble 1980). Thus whereas the format of the codex conforms to the mapa 
tradition, it is clear that the thrust and intent of the manuscript is to convey historical information. 
Despite the emphasis on historical information, calendrical notations locking into absolute time, while 
present, can be said to be deliberately deemphasized, leaving actions and their spatial disposition to 
provide a sense of relative time.

Aside from the maps of the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca and the Codex Xolotl that provide 
orthodox examples of the genre, the map found on Fol. 2r in the Codex Kingsborough, evidently 
shows a blend of Native American and European features (see Valle 2004) (Figure 5). The manuscript, 
which was completed around 1550, represents in typical Mesoamerican fashion a series of paths 
marked by footprints as well as prominent peaks, each named by accompanying glyphic captions. 
In the upper left portion of the map one can discern a mountain sign, which has as its qualifier the 
glyph for ‘cave’, OSTO. Although written in an abridged manner, together these yield the toponym 
Tepetlaoztoc (tepe[tla]-osto-[k], for ‘volcanic.tuff-cave-place’), the name of a settlement in the Valley 

Figure 5. A page of the Codex Kingsborough (Fol. 2v, Lám. A) shows the influence of European cartography and 
landscape painting, but maintains the traditional Precolumbian manner of representing toponyms, as for example 
Tepetlaoztoc in the upper left corner (photograph © British Museum).
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of Mexico, which is the focus of this codex. Under European influence, the ‘mountain’ glyph has been 
stretched out several times, to form awkward ranges of knolls and hills. In addition, in an attempt at 
naturalism the forest cover is shown across the mountainous landscape.

Unlike the Codex Kingsborough that depicts geographic and territorial information as a naturalistic 
landscape wherein written captions take second place, is the Codex Mendoza. The Codex Mendoza is 
entirely coeval to the Codex Kingsborough since it was created around 1542, and it cannot be deemed 
to be independent of European influence since it was commissioned at the behest of Don Antonio 
de Mendoza, the Viceroy of New Spain, on behalf of Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor and King of 
Spain (Berdan and Anawalt 1992). Much like the Codex Kingsborough, the Codex Mendoza, also 
includes a historic account that is best classed as an annals and also includes extensive tribute lists, 
paired off with a large range of place names. Neither codex should be deemed to be mapas in the 
strictest sense, but both include cartographic depictions. In the Codex Mendoza this is limited to the 
first page that sets the stage for the annals portion of the text (Figure 6). Here we can see an idealized 
and even cosmological depiction of the Aztec capital, Tenochtitlan, as the center of the universe. At 
the very middle of the page, the toponym is writ large as TE-NOCH, with the nochtli cactus growing 
out of a ‘stone’, tetl. Perched atop is the eagle, the prophetic sign that would mark the place where 
the wandering Aztec should establish their capital. This sign was given to them by their patron deity, 
Wiitziloopochtli, a divinity closely associated with war and which is said to have guided the Aztec 
from their mythic homeland at Aztlan2 to the promised land, where they established their capital, 
Tenochtitlan, the seat of power of the Aztec Empire. The blue canals that converge at the middle 
represent the division of the cosmos into four quarters according to the cardinal directions, but also 
the four main parts of the capital. Besides reeds, maguey plants, and a singular thatch house, the map 
in the Codex Mendoza is populated by ten ancestral figures, known from Aztec history, including the 
founder, named in the associated glyphic caption as Tenooch, as well as Ooseeloopaa, Xomiimiitl, 
and Aakasi’tli, to name just a few (Ramírez 2001: 270; Chimalpahin Quauhtlehuanitzin 1997: 61). 
However, in addition to this we can also see arrows crossing a shield below the main toponym, two 
signs that together yield the difrasismo, or poetic couplet, miitl chiimalli, lit. ‘arrow, shield’, which 
in Nawatl functioned as a literary device or metaphor for “war, battle” (Molina 2001: 57r). As such 
we are not only given toponymic information and the names of the earliest figures at the founding 
of the great city, but we are also given a verbal expression, ‘to wage war, battle’, that in emic terms 
was thought to characterize this founding event. This is further substantiated by the small vignettes 
below, which show two soldiers overcoming their foes, and seizing them by the hair. The temples of 
the enemies have been set ablaze and are identified by the glyphs that qualify and name the stylized 
mountains as Colhuacan (koolwa’kan) and Tenayucan (tenaayokan). Linking the map of the Codex 
Mendoza to the annals section within that same codex (as well as the annals genre in general) is the 
turquoise frame that individually lists the names of years. Together this series of 51 years essentially 
represents a “century” in emic terms, spanning from the year named ‘2 house’ to that named ‘13 reed’, 
dates that correspond to ad 1325 and 1376, respectively. The count of years is also annotated in the 27th 
year, named ‘2 reed’, by the addition of a small fire drill that produces smoke, which serves to denote 
that a New Fire ceremony was celebrated in ad 1351 (Berdan and Anawalt 1992: I: 36-37, II: 5-6). 
This map therefore represents a whole gamut of information, including toponyms, anthroponyms, a 
count of years, and several key verbal actions and events. The map is a highly informative blending 
between historical accounts and territorial information, demonstrating the versatility of cartographic 
histories in Mesoamerica.

2 Although the meaning of the toponym <Aztlan> remains debated, one possible analysis posits that it can be 
analyzed as //astaa-tlaan// ‘(where) heron-abound’, an etymology proposed in the Crónica Mexicayotl composed 
in Nawatl by Fernando Alvarado Tezozómoc around 1598 (e.g., Andrews 2003: 496, 616; Helmke 2012: 97).
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Figure 6. The idealized representation of Tenochtitlan as the center of the world with ancestral figures seated in 
four cardinal quadrants as represented in the Codex Mendoza (Fol. 2r) (after Berdan & Anawalt 1992: 11).
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At the opposite extreme of the spectrum is the Codex Boturini (also known as the Tira de la 
Peregrinación). This screenfold codex is well-preserved and was written in a confident and clean 
hand, making it one of the most beautiful codices (Figure 7). Although it is a post-Conquest codex, 
painted sometime between 1530 and 1540 (Johansson K. 2007) it was executed in traditional 
and clear Aztec style. According to some researchers, the Codex Boturini is better classed as 
an “itinerary history” (e.g., Mundy 1998: 218), or a codex with a “migration theme” (Oudijk 
2011: 162-167), since this manuscript relates the travels of the Aztec across the wilds, after their 
departure from Aztlan, on the date ‘1 flint’, corresponding to ad 1168. It seems that the Boturini 
was never finished, since its last page is incomplete and the narrative abruptly stops in ad 1355. 
Furthermore, the founding of Tenochtitlan that is usually attributed to the year ‘2 house’, in ad 1325, 
is markedly moot in the Boturini since it only records that the Mexica tribes at the time resided  

Figure 7. Selected pages from the Codex Boturini. a) The departure from mythic Aztlan on the date ‘1 flint’ 
(page 1). b) The teomamake or ‘god bearers’ at the head of the eight named tribes (page 2). c) The twenty-eight 
years that the Mexica spent at Coatepewwc represented as a series of individually named years (page 6). d) The 
departure to Tollan on the date ‘3 flint’ and the nineteen years settled there (page 7) (after Johansson K. 2007: 
Lám. 1, 2, 6 & 7).
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at Techcatitlan,3 until ad 1327 at which point they proceeded to Atlacuihuayan (see Johansson K. 
2007: 58-61; cf. Berdan and Anawalt 1992: II: 6; Matos Moctezuma 1988: 42-44). It is also significant 
that the Boturini codex alternates between vignettes depicting crucial episodes in the story and lengthy 
columns of named years. This format has the advantage of ensuring that the dates are coherent, since 
each and every year is named and listed in the manuscript – instead of skipping from date to date 
without mention of intervening time spans. Thus the departure from Aztlan forms the opening episode, 
the date ‘1 flint’ clearly marked (p. 1), going on until they reach Coatepec (p. 5), at which juncture 28 
years pass (p. 6), until they continue to Tollan (p. 7), where they remain for another 19 years, before 
continuing to Atlitlalacyan and Tlemaco (p. 8), etc. (Figure 7). Were the Boturini comprised entirely of 
the vignettes, then it might be considered a mapa, and conversely, were the vignettes removed and the 
events reduced to glyphic notations alternating between a mass of dates, then it would be best classed 
as belonging to the annals genre. As such we can see that the Boturini is a merger between two separate 
genres, wherein the types of information that are best conveyed by one, are complemented by the other. 
What is intriguing here is the prominence of dates, which are otherwise generally deemphasized on 
mapas. Since mapas are, in addition to geographic representations, also imbued with rich narratives, 
it seems difficult to discuss this genre without properly accounting for the place of codices such as 
the Boturini. As we will see, the distinction between the mapas and annals genre may have been a 
relatively recent innovation of the Postclassic, and therefore the peculiarities of the Boturini may 
merely be a means of deliberately archaizing and preserving an earlier format.

THE EPICLASSIC MONUMENTS OF MORELOS

The Epiclassic is a vitally important transitional period between the great cultures of the Classic 
and the Postclassic (Diehl and Berlo 1989). In many respects the Epiclassic provides us with the 
proverbial missing link, joining two extremes and allowing us to see which cultural features and traits 
of the Classic continued unabated into the Epiclassic, only to be inherited and fostered by peoples 
of the Postclassic and which features disappeared during the tumultuous conflicts of the Epiclassic. 
Nevertheless, the peoples of the Epiclassic were not just passive and transitory inheritors, since the 
Epiclassic was also a time when ideas and traditions were developed. In order to assess the origins 
of the mapas tradition we have therefore looked to the iconography of the Epiclassic, especially 
because tantalizing evidence can be found among the monuments of the important archaeological site 
of Xochicalco that indicate that the mapa tradition certainly thrived there. We can only assume that 
these were once also found on codices that have by now long disappeared and can only consider us 
fortunate enough that examples of such early mapas were committed to stone at Xochicalco. At present 
there is no evidence to suggest that other Epiclassic sites were as dedicated to the mapas tradition as 
Xochicalco, but we cannot rule out that a new discovery would change this picture dramatically. 
Xochicalco had its heyday during the Epiclassic period (c. ad 650-1000) known in archaeological 
terms as the Gobernador phase or as Xochicalco IV (López Luján 1995: 42; González Crespo et al. 
2008). Although some researchers have suggested that the occupation of Xochicalco can be traced 
back to the Classic period (c. ad 200-650), to the Fogón phase or Xochicalco III (Hirth and Cyphers 
Guillén 1988: 42; Hirth 2000: 6), the investigations conducted within the monumental epicenter of the 

3 The toponym for Techcatitlan in the Boturini is written with an upright stone slab with a large cloth bow, which 
represents a sacrificial slab (Johansson K. 2007: 58-59). A nearly identical slab, found erect in situ was discovered 
during the excavations at the Templo Mayor in Mexico City in 2013, by Leonardo López Luján and his team (pers. 
comm. 2016). As such we wonder is there is not an equivalence between this place and the location named in the 
Boturini.



68 Christophe Helmke et al.

site during the past few decades, under the direction of Norberto González Crespo and Silvia Garza 
Tarazona have failed to uncover any clear evidence of Classic presence at Xochicalco (González 
Crespo et al. 2008, in press). As such, the foundation of Xochicalco may well date to the incipience 
of the Epiclassic, since most of the sparse materials that have been mustered in support of a Classic 
occupation stem from secondary deposits and neighboring sites, not from Xochicalco itself (González 
Crespo et al. 2008: 125-126). At present we do not have clear correlations between the calendrical 
notations recorded on the various monuments at Xochicalco, but one date appears to have been greatly 
valued and celebrated above others. This significant date is the year ‘9 reed’, which is prominently 
recoded on the Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent at Xochicalco (Garza Tarazona 1994: 16), a date that 
may record a New Fire ceremony that was also recorded at other Epiclassic sites (Helmke and Montero 
García 2016:72-77 ), such as Cacaxtla (Helmke and Nielsen 2011: 17, Fig. 10d-f). Based on our 
stylistic assessment of the murals of Cacaxtla (Helmke and Nielsen 2013a), the New Fire ceremony in 
question should have taken place sometime between ad 683 and 849. Whereas this span agrees with 
the dating of the initial facet of the Epiclassic, unfortunately it is too broad to refine the dating or to 
make sound correlations. With this background we will now present and discuss the monuments of 
Xochicalco and sites in its vicinity that directly relate to our study of the mapa tradition.

Piedra del Palacio
The Piedra del Palacio, as it was named by Alfonso Caso (1962: 49; also designated as the “Piedra 

de Coatlan” by Angulo 1979: 54, as Monument L2 by Smith and Hirth 2000: 27, and as Monument 1 
of Cerro del Mulato by Domínguez and Urcid 2013: 603, 623), is by far the most important Epiclassic 
monument as regards the origin and evolution of the mapa tradition (Figure 8). This monument is a 
panel measuring 52 x 53 cm and 19 cm thick that was only carved on one face (see Caso 1962: 49-50; 
Smith and Hirth 2000: 27). The monument was recovered from Xochicalco by a private collector and 
it now forms part of the permanent collection of the Museo Cuauhnahuac, located on the premises 
of the palace of Hernán Cortés at Cuernavaca. The most distinctive feature is the angular path that is 
marked by footprints and runs along the bottom of the scene. Using the direction of the footprints we 
can identify the right side of the panel as the start of a narrative scene that goes over and ends on the 
left side of the panel. The nine calendrical glyphs that are strewn across the scene occupy a privileged 
position and fill the middle of the panel. As is typical of the writing system of the Epiclassic and its 
transitional attributes, the numerals are formed both by Classic combinations of bars-and-dots as well 
as strings of dots, anticipating the practice of the Postclassic (Helmke and Nielsen 2011: 6-7, 2013b: 
387-389). In the central and uppermost portion, above the whole scene is a glyphic compound that 
combines the lower portion of an anthropomorphic figure, wearing a loincloth as well as a necklace 
with a large pectoral. The figure carries an abbreviated sky band on its back and struggles to brace 
it with its arms (see Caso 1962: 50; Berlo 1989: 26, Fig. 8; Garza Tarazona 1994: 16) (Figure 10a). 
Precisely the same glyphic expression is found on the southern of the two frontal friezes of the Pyramid 
of the Feathered Serpent (AW4; see Smith 2000a: 67) (Figure 9 and 10b) and it was Janet Berlo (1989: 
26) who first suggested that this may be conceptually related to the scene found in the Mixtec Codex 
Vindobonensis (a.k.a. Yuta Tnoho), where the culture hero ‘9 Wind’, bears a body of water above the 
starry firmament, like an atlantean deity (Figure 10d).4 It may well be that the example in the Codex 

4 The interpretation of this scene put forward by Maarten Jansen and Gabina Aurora Pérez Jiménez (2007: 78) 
relates how the Mixtec culture hero ‘9 Wind’ “took it upon himself to bring life and order to the greater Ñuu Dzaui 
region, carrying the water of Heaven, that is, the seasons, to the different places and in the process assigning 
sacred foundation dates to each”. What is worth noting is the interpretation of the actions undertaken by ‘9 Wind’ 
as part of a series of creation and foundation events.
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Vindobonensis is essentially a full-figure rendition of the more abbreviated glyphic form seen in the 
Epiclassic. This combination of signs recalls that which heads the glyphic clause on the southern pier 
of Structure A at Cacaxtla (Figure 10c), a glyphic compound formed by an enclosure sign dotted with 
stars that terminates in two hands, the whole surrounded by a row of footprints. Based on structural 
analyses and syntactic parameters of the Cacaxtla texts we have been able to suggest that this glyph 
may function as a verb (Helmke and Nielsen 2011: 45-46, 2013b: 422-425) and we suspect that the 
same is true at Xochicalco. As such this glyphic compound would label the scene and inform the 
reader as to the type of event that the Piedra del Palacio relates and commemorates. At the start of the 
narrative, to the right, is a temple structure shown in profile and perched atop its roof is a bird within 
a squared channel or duct (Garza Tarazona 1994: 14). The latter combination of signs surely provides 

Figure 8. The Piedra del Palacio from Xochicalco, on display in the Museo Cuauhnahuac in Cuernavaca.  This 
monument is the best example of an Epiclassic codical style translated into stone (drawing by Christophe Helmke, 
based on photographs by Christophe Helmke, Leonardo López Luján and Rosa Covarrubias).
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the name of the structure or the name of the settlement where this structure is said to be located. 
Similar combinations are found in the Postclassic among the Aztec as a means of recording toponyms, 
especially Huitzilapan (Berlo 1989: 39), possibly the modern settlement of Huitzilac, just 25 km north 
of Xochicalco (Berdan and Anawalt 1997: 41) (Figure 10e-f) and a ‘bird house’ is also known for 
Teotihuacan culture where it names a legendary structure associated with an important foundational 
myth (see Nielsen and Helmke 2014: 122, Fig. 4b). At the opposite end of the scene we find another 
almost identical temple that faces the former. Below the temple we can see a human figure, with a 
broad feather headdress, seated crossed-legged atop a simplified mountain sign that has as its qualifier 
the head of a turkey cock or guajolote. As such we surmise that this temple was located at ‘turkey 
mountain’.

Between the two temples is the characteristic path and travelling upon it is another figure, with a 
distinctive headdress, that bears a small child-like figure in a sling on his back. This figure immediately 
recalls the teomamake (‘god-carriers’) of the Aztec migration stories, priestly characters whose charge 
it was to bear the effigy of Wiitziloopochtli during their arduous ordeals across the wilderness (Figure 
7b), until they finally reached the promised land where they would establish their capital (Clavijero 

Figure 9. Detail of the south frieze of the frontal face of the Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent (adapted from 
Peñafiel 1890: 188).
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Figure 10. Different examples of the sky-bearing verb: a) Piedra del Palacio, b) Glyph AW4 on the south frieze 
of the frontal face of the Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent, c) Glyph B1, South Pier, Structure A, Cacaxtla and 
d) Codex Vindobonensis (1974: 47). Aztec toponyms resembling that represented on the Piedra del Palacio: 
e) <huiçilapā> (Codex Mendoza, Fol. 23r) and f) <huitziçilapa> (Codex Mendoza, Fol. 32r) (drawings by 
Christophe Helmke).
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1971; Siméon 1992: 487; von Winning 1983). As such the Piedra del Palacio may record precisely the 
same type of narrative, wherein one group left their homeland and carrying a deity effigy finally arrived 
to a place called ‘turkey mountain’ where a new temple was erected, a foundational act of primary 
importance, thereby establishing the ritual privileges of the founder of the local dynasty. Considering 
the self-referential nature of Mesoamerican texts, it stands to reason that the Piedra del Palacio 
recounts the migration history or foundational myth of the local dynasty that ruled at Xochicalco. 
This is supported by the fact that ‘turkey mountain’ is the most widespread toponym in the glyphic 
corpus of Xochicalco and therefore likely records the ancient name of the city (Sáenz 1968: 191; Garza 
Tarazona 1994: 15; Helmke and Nielsen 2011: 40-41; for alternate interpretations see Garza Tarazona 
2002; Domínguez and Urcid 2013: 602-604).5 Finally, the distinctive headdress of the priestly figure 
bearing the presumed deity effigy, is also known from the iconography of Xochicalco, a particularly 
illustrative example being represented on the painted bench of Str. K2, a structure within a patio group 
at the northern end of the eastern ballcourt (Garza Tarazona 2015a; Nielsen et al. in press). On the 
bench of Str. K2, the priestly figure wields an incense pouch and wears a cape that is embroidered 
with a distinctive pattern along its edge. As such this headdress may be part of the sacral vestments of 
a group of ritual specialists at Xochicalco (see Nielsen and Helmke 2015), which in turn leads us to 
conclude that the Piedra del Palacio indeed records events that account for the founding of the local 
dynasty. The events narrated on the Piedra del Palacio may well refer to the initial construction and 
dedication of the earliest structures at Xochicalco at the start of the Epiclassic, but it is equally possible 
that the events are fundamentally mythological, in much the same way as the dynastic histories of city-
states across the whole of Mesoamerica (e.g., Taube 1993; Saturno 2009; Helmke 2012; Nielsen and 
Helmke 2013; Helmke and Kupprat 2016).

The events related in the narrative are amply supplied with calendrical notations. Assuming that 
the reading order follows that of the imagery, we can see that the narrative starts at the upper right, 
with the other dates read in a clockwise arc until one arrives at the date in the upper left. Although 
some of day signs are difficult to identify, based on comparisons to other Epiclassic monuments 
and the signs employed in Aztec writing (see Caso 1967; Helmke and Nielsen 2011: 4-12, 2013b:  
386-394, Lacadena 2014: 2-9), the narrative begins on the date ‘2 movement’ and goes on to the day ‘3 
monkey’, then records the start of the year ‘4 house’, which is then followed by the days ‘10 vulture’ 
and ‘2 movement’, before recording ‘7 Glyph A’ and ending with an somewhat indistinct sign that 
may be read ‘3 death’ (see Caso 1962; Garza Tarazona 1994: 14; for Glyph A see Caso 1962: 60-61; 
Taube 2011: 82-84). The notation recording ‘7 Glyph A’ differs from the others in that it does not have 
the same rounded cartouche, but instead is rendered in a squared form. This implies that it functions 
differently than the rest of the calendrical notations and may have served to name the individual who 
is seated cross-legged on the toponym. Remarkably, other instances are known, including from the 
site of Chichen Itza in the Maya area, and from the Str. K2 bench at Xochicalco, where several figures 
are named ‘5 Glyph A’ and ‘7 Glyph A’, respectively (Garza Tarazona 2015a; Nielsen et al. in press). 
These examples provide evidence for the use of this particular calendrical name as anthroponyms 
and of Epiclassic onomastic practices in general. Another feature to remark upon are the elements 
that resemble handles—to employ the descriptive term used by Caso—atop two of the calendrical 
notations on the Piedra del Palacio. At Xochicalco, and in western Epiclassic writing in general, year 
notations were distinguished from common records of day names by the addition of the “looped cord” 
sign that represents a simplified tumpline, indicating that this is a year-bearer and therefore the name of 

5 Related toponyms subsist to this day, including San Andrés Totoltepec (50 km to the north of Xochicalco), San 
Pedro Totoltepec (62 km to the northwest), and Totoltepec de la Paz (58 km to the west), all of which include the 
Nawatl /tootol-tepee-k/ ‘turkey-mountain-place’, a good match for the glyphic spelling seen in the Epiclassic (see 
Helmke and Nielsen 2011: 40-41).
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a particular year (Caso 1962: 71-73; Nicholson 1966; Helmke and Nielsen 2011: 12-15). It is precisely 
this looped cord that accompanies the dates ‘4 house’ and ‘4 rabbit’ in the narrative of the Piedra del 
Palacio and marks them as the names of distinct years. As a result we know that the four year bearers 
in the Epiclassic follow the pattern of the Postclassic, and were named ‘house’, ‘rabbit’, ‘reed’ and 
‘flint’ (Helmke and Nielsen 2011: 12-20, 2013b: 394-401). There is now also evidence to suggest that 
the set of Epiclassic year bearers were inherited from Early Classic Teotihuacan (Helmke et al. 2013: 
92-93), which implies that the same set of year bearers was in use among central Mexican cultures for 
more than a millennium. Unfortunately, it is impossible to know precisely what events transpired on 
the named dates, and to determine how much time elapsed between the various dates. Nevertheless, 
assuming that these are consecutive, then the date ‘2 movement’ and ‘3 monkey’ at the start of the text 
could have been as little as 14 days apart, whereas the years ‘4 house’ and ‘4 rabbit’ are at least 13 
years apart. Clearly this monument was designed to be read by individuals already familiar with the 
narrative, its key events and the dates on which these actions were said to have transpired.

Despite these uncertainties, the date ‘2 movement’ is of extreme importance and marks the 
beginning of the migration story, in much the same way as the date ‘1 flint’ of the Aztec migration 
stories, the date on which Wiitziloopochtli urged the tribes to depart from Aztlan. Significantly, the date 
‘2 movement’ is associated with the other rendition of the possible verbal compound on the Pyramid 
of the Feathered Serpent (Figure 9). However, on the Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent we can also 
see a more complete date that records the day ‘9 reed’ in the year ’13? flint’.6 Thus, the start of the 
narrative on both the Piedra del Palacio and the Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent make reference to 
the date ‘2 movement’. This reading of the Piedra del Palacio leaves a combination of two calendrical 
notations in the middle, which as we will see was a date of paramount importance in the foundational 
narrative. The combination seen on the Piedra del Palacio records the year ‘4 rabbit’ and the day ‘6 
Glyph K’. The glyph that has been dubbed Glyph K represents a human foot, sometimes rendered 
with part of the calf and is at times shown wearing a sandal (Caso 1962: 61). As such, for the sake 
of convenience we will refer to Glyph K as the “foot” glyph, in the remainder of the paper. Based on 
process of elimination, and its possible use as a rebus in this context, we surmise that Glyph K stands 
for the 10th day sign that among the Aztec corresponds to Itzkwintli, ‘dog’ (Helmke and Nielsen 2011: 
9-11, 2013b: 393). Based on evidence afforded by other monuments, which we will introduce below, 
we suggest that the date ‘6 foot’ in the year ‘4 rabbit’ refers the pivotal event in the narrative, either to 
the arrival at ‘turkey mountain’ or the dedication of a temple at this location, or a combination thereof.

Fragmentary Monuments of Xochicalco
A monument (designated as St5; see Smith and Hirth 2000: 25; Mon. 11 according to Domínguez 

and Urcid 2013: 603) that is related to the Piedra del Palacio was discovered in a fragmentary state 
by archaeologist César Sáenz in the 1960s (Sáenz 1968: Fig. 7) (Figure 11a). The exact provenance 
has not been recorded, but it is said to have been found amid a heap of stones at Xochicalco and 
was subsequently moved to a bodega at the site (Sáenz 1968: 190; Smith and Hirth 2000: 25). The 
fragmentary monument represents the upper left-hand portion of a carved scene and measures only 
30 x 39 cm. Sáenz called it la Piedra de la Fecha 13 Acatl and suggested that it was the upper part 
of a stela, but we suspect that it instead was part of panel, since the monument is reported to be quite 

6 The reading of this date requires some commentary. Here the day sign ‘reed’ is represented using the so-called 
Reptile Eye glyph, which elsewhere we have identified as an early graphic variant of the sign for ‘reed’ (Helmke 
and Nielsen 2011: 11-12, 2013b: 393-394) and the day sign ‘flint’ represents the point of a dart, the coefficient 
being reconstructed here as ‘13’ since traces of three dots below the two bars exist, where these have exfoliated 
off the frieze.
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Figure 11. Xochicalco monuments 
that represent cartographic features 
and parts of founding narratives: a) 
Stela 5 or Piedra de la Fecha 13 Caña 
(drawing by Rosa María Escobar, 
adapted from Garza Tarazona 2002: 
56), and b) Lápida Garza-González 
(drawing by Chappie Angulo, adapted 
from Angulo 2001: Fig. 15).
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thin and only carved on a single face. From the onset Sáenz (1968: 190-191) correctly identified the 
abbreviated stepped mountain sign that is rendered in profile, with the head of turkey cock serving 
as its qualifier, indicating that this monument also recorded the toponym ‘turkey mountain’. Below 
the toponym is a truncated triangular form that may represent the roof of a structure, although its 
lower portion is broken, thereby impeding secure identification. Could this be the temple that was 
established at ‘turkey mountain’ during the foundation rituals? Above this element and besides the 
toponym is a calendrical notation, wherein the day sign represents the butt of a dart, or its fletching 
to be more precise, as found on the other monuments of Xochicalco (see Seler 1904: 128-164; Sáenz 
1961; Caso 1962; Smith 2000a). This variant appears to be the prototype of the day sign ‘reed’ that 
would be utilized among central Mexican cultures during the Postclassic. The coefficient of the day 
sign is rendered in Classical fashion with two bars and three disks, yielding the date ’13 reed’. From 
the known corpus of monuments at Xochicalco we can see that this monument more closely resembles 
the panels rather than the stelae, and may therefore have recorded similar information to the Piedra del 
Palacio. Sáenz evidently also thought that this was the case, since he suggested that the monument may 
commemorate “an important event, perhaps the arrival of the tribe or people to a site called ‘place of 
the guajolote’”7 (Sáenz 1968: 191, translation by the authors). We could not agree more.

Also relevant to our discussion is another fragmentary panel that was discovered by Norberto 
González Crespo and Silvia Garza Tarazona during investigations at the site in 1994 (Garza Tarazona 
1994: 13-17; see also Angulo 2001: 115, Fig. 15) (Figure 11b). The proper designation of the monument 
remains to be resolved, since Jorge Angulo, in honor of its discoverers, named the panel the Lápida 
Garza-González whereas Javier Urcid refers to it more tepidly as Monument 19 (Urcid and Domínguez 
2013: 623). The fragmentary panel shows the left half of a figurative scene accompanied by glyphs, 
that record a calendrical notation, in the year ‘4 rabbit’ on the day ‘6 foot’. Although the coefficient 
of the latter part of the date is here written with bar-and-dot rather than with a string of dots, this date 
is precisely the same as that which dominates the middle of the Piedra del Palacio. Thus we can say, 
without a doubt, that we are looking at the same event and therefore part of the same narrative as that 
recorded on the Piedra del Palacio. Much as with the Piedra del Palacio we can see a row of footprints 
connecting the now missing right portion with the left and running upwards along the middle of the 
panel. A partially preserved figure is shown standing near the middle, the leg, cape, loincloth and 
part of the headdress still visible. Presumably this represents one of the teomama, or priestly figures 
charged with carrying the deity effigy, not the least since the cape that he wears resembles that which 
other priests are shown wearing on the bench within Str. K2 (Garza Tarazona 2015a; Nielsen et al. 
in press). The path of footprints ends in the upper left corner of the scene in the middle of a square 
court that is surrounded by four schematically represented structures. The perspective of the scene has 
flattened each of the structures so that the court can be rendered with all elevations depicted in plan, 
a convention that anticipates the examples found in the Mapa Quinantzin and the Lienzo de Tlaxcala 
by as at least seven centuries (Robertson 1963: 26, Fig. 3; Chavero 1979: Ill. 14; Mohar Betancourt 
2004: 138-154, lám. 2) (Figure 12). Seated before one of the structures is a human figure, which may 
duplicate the ruler depicted on the Piedra del Palacio, presumably the dynastic founder within his 
court. Unfortunately the details of his headdress are unclear, but he seems to wear a broad cape that 
conceals much of his body, anticipating the manner in which the Aztec represented their rulers. One 
added feature that is found on this monument, but not others, is the representation of a human figure, 
lying on its back and wrapped in what seems to be a shroud, leaving only part of the face exposed. 
This figure is added above the date and if the post-Conquest codices are anything to go by, would 
indicate that an individual or group of persons died on this particular date. Remembering that the date 

7 “[…] un acontecimiento de importancia, quizá la llegada de la tribu o pueblo a un sitio llamado ‘lugar del 
guajolote’” (Sáenz 1968: 191).
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Figure 12. Early Colonial examples of palatial architecture represented according to Precolumbian indigenous 
conventions: a) Mapa Quinantzin (reprography by Marco Antonio Pacheco after Mohar Betancourt 1999: 33); 
and b) Lienzo de Tlaxcala (after Cahuantzi 1939: Lám. 9).
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probably records the dynastic founding and/or the construction of the first temple one wonders if the 
death statement may not record the passing of a predecessor on the throne. It may be significant also 
that the date that is paired with the temple structure on the Piedra del Palacio may be associated with 
the date ‘3 death?’, although the day sign remains uncertain. In the Postclassic and early Colonial 
codices we can see that deceased nobles are usually shown bundled up in a seated position (as seen in 
the Telleriano Remensis and the Códice en Cruz), whereas corpses in a lying position tend to reference 
the victims of epidemics (as seen in the Codex Aubin and the Telleriano Remensis).8 Nevertheless, 
the Codex Xolotl provides very important parallels, by representing deceased rulers wrapped in 
shrouds, their face exposed and lying extended on their ikapalli throne. As a result it may very be that 
the shrouded corpse represented on the Lápida Garza-González depicts a recently defunct ruler, his 
passing somehow related to the arrival event commemorated on the monument. Clearly the narrative 
recorded on these monuments was of paramount importance to the rulers of Xochicalco and entailed a 
whole series of remarkable events, as is made clear by the many dates recorded on these monuments.

The importance of the ‘4 rabbit’ and ‘6 foot’ date is also made clear by other monuments that 
record prominent variants of this pairing of dates, such the Escultura de la Malinche (S2; Smith 
and Hirth 2000: 34; apparently designated as Mon. 7 by Urcid 2007: 118, but as Mon. 7B by Urcid 
and Domínguez 2013: 623), which records the date ‘10? foot’ in the year ‘2 rabbit’ (Figure 13a-c), 
and the pairing of ‘1 foot’, ‘6 rabbit’ and ‘13 foot’ in the year ‘5 reed’ on the Piedra Seler, a panel 
originally from Cerro Coatzin, the adjoining hill to the east of Xochicalco proper (St4; Peñafiel 1890: 
204; Smith and Hirth 2000: 24-25; Mon. 6 according to Urcid and Domínguez 2013: 623) (Figure 
13d). The Malinche Sculpture is an intriguing example because it represents a ruling figure, wearing 
a pointed cape or kechkeemitl, seated cross-legged within a diminutive structure embellished with 
circular jewels or chaalchiwitl, on its lintel, maize plants, cobs and flowers as well as woven motifs 
on its base and jambs,9 all in essence representing a conflation of the final denouement of the founding 
narrative, with the ruler in his temple, a structure celebrating riches and abundance (for alternate 
interpretations see Angulo 2001: 105-111). While we are unable to explain the variety of dates that 
these monuments bear, the recurrent pairing of dates involving the year ‘rabbit’ and the day ‘foot’ is 
far from coincidental and implies somehow that these dates were deemed to be auspicious. It is also 
possible that the Malinche Sculpture records a reenactment by a later ruler, wherein a historic date 
was inspired from mythic events, as though a propitious echo of the venerated date of the narrative. 
Also whereas most researchers have assumed that this monument is from Xochicalco, the fact remains 
that its provenance is disputed and manifestly has been confused with other sculptures, such as the 
Escultura de Miacatlan and Escultura de Xochicalco (see López Luján 1995: 130, 137; Angulo 2001: 
105; Smith and Hirth 2000: 34). Nevertheless, the earliest secure record that we have indicates that the 
monument was erected within the porch of the church at the nearby settlement of San Agustín Tetlama, 
where it was “worshiped by the natives as the goddess of water and maintenance”, as remarked by the 
inspector of the Secretaría de Educación Pública, Roque Cevallos Novelo, in 1928 (Angulo 2001: 105; 
translation by the authors; see also Secretaría de Educación Pública 1928: Fot. 29a).

8 Alternatively, the differing ways of representing shrouded corpses in central Mexican codices could well index 
differing burial customs, such as seated figures refer to the Precolumbian body processing in anticipation of 
cremation whereas extended corpses anticipate Christian burial in hallowed ground (Barbara Mundy, pers. comm. 
2014). Whereas this may be applicable to Post-conquest documents, the representation of an extended shrouded 
figure on the panel at Xochicalco indicates that there may be alternative explanations outside of differing religions 
and associated burial rites.
9 This woven motif recalls the qualifying element depicted in the doorway of the temple structure shown on the 
K2 Bench (Garza Tarazona 2015a; Nielsen et al. in press) as well as the elements of the dividing panels on the 
Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent (see Taube 2005: 43, Fig. 20).
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Figure 13. Examples of monuments from Xochicalco and its vicinity exhibiting dates involving combinations 
of the day signs ‘foot’ and ‘rabbit’: a) Escultura de la Malinche (after Peñafiel 1890: 201); the calendrical dates 
rendered on the Escultura de Malinche, b) the day ‘10? foot’ on the left lateral side and c) the year ‘2 rabbit’ 
complete with diminutive tumpline on the right lateral side (drawings by Christophe Helmke), and d) the Piedra 
Seler from Cerro Coatzin, with a combination of dates including ‘1 foot’, ‘6 rabbit’, ’13 foot’ and the year ‘5 reed’ 
(after Peñafiel 1890: 203).



79The origins and development of the cartographic tradition in the central Mexican highlands

Tetlama Stela
That Tetlama,10 which is located a little over 3 km north-northeast of Xochicalco, is not just a 

peripheral settlement on the fringes of the urban sprawl of Cuernavaca, but an archaeological site in its 
own right, is supported by a chance find that has been made at the local church, in 2012. There, during 
restoration works, the processional walkway leading up to the church was excavated and workmen 
encountered a large stone, which was turned, thereby revealing a heretofore unknown Epiclassic 
monument (Torres Mena 2013; Garza Tarazona 2015b: 31, 33) (Figure 14). The discovery was related 
to the archaeologists of Xochicalco and to Ángel Iván Rivera Guzmán of the Dirección de Registro 
Público de Monumentos. Photographs were also submitted to the latter, on the basis of which he 
produced a preliminary drawing and analysis of the monument (Rivera Guzmán 2014). Thereafter, in 
December 2014, Rivera Guzmán and the senior author, along with two companions went to Tetlama 
to secure high resolution photographs of the monument with controlled artificial lighting, using raking 
light to enhance eroded and faded portions of the carving. A few months later, in March 2015, the 
archaeologist Silvia Garza Tarazona (2015b) published the find and her interpretation of the monument.

The stela has suffered moderate weathering across its surface that obstructs the identification of 
certain fine details, but is otherwise remarkably well-preserved. The monolith measures 129 cm high, 
40 cm wide, and 24 cm thick and its identity as a stela is confirmed by its plain butt that measures a 
fourth of the monument’s height (see also Garza Tarazona 2015b). Considering the secondary context 
of the Tetlama monuments, the possibility remains that these monoliths were discovered at nearby 
archaeological site, only to be subsequently relocated to Tetlama during the construction of the church 
in the early Colonial period. If not from Xochicalco, one might surmise that the monuments stem 
from another archaeological site, such as that known as Cerro el Jumil, which located just 3 km to 
the southeast of Xochicalco, exhibits a series of terraced platforms, a ballcourt and what may be a 
defensive wall (Gálvez Rosalez 2012; Hirth 1982: 323-324). Nevertheless, the discovery of the stela 
at Tetlama and the presence of the Malinche Sculpture suggest that the local church is built upon 
an important Prehispanic sanctuary, in keeping with the practices seen elsewhere in Mesoamerica. 
This conclusion is supported by the inclusion of three carved stones in the perimeter wall of the 
church. These stones undoubtedly formed part of a larger mosaic façade similar to that decorating the 
Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent at Xochicalco, two of which exhibit parts of feathers as elements of 
headdresses and the third a crude, almost petroglyphic face.11 On the whole, the small colonial church 
dedicated to San Agustín, the patron saint of Tetlama, exhibits a considerable assortment of Epiclassic 
monuments, making it most plausible that these represent the remains of the archaeological site that 
the church was erected upon (Adela Breton also reported in 1905 on an adoratorio raised at Tetlama 
called teocalli, which includes a series of monument fragments as spolia, see de la Torre 1993).

As with the other monuments that we have examined, the iconography of the Tetlama stela is 
dominated by an angular path marked by footprints, rising sinuously from the bottom up to the top 
(Garza Tarazona 2015b: 33-35). At the very base is a toponymic register that provides information 
as to the locality that is represented. In the middle is a combination of glyphic signs, one repre-

10 The etymology of the toponym <Tetlama> can be debated. One early researcher, D. Cecilio Robelo, suggested 
that the etymology involved the lexemes for ‘stone’ te-tl and ‘paper’ ama-tl, based on the presence of rock 
formations that splinter and spall along broad cleavage planes, as sheets of paper (Peñafiel 1897: 270). This 
analysis seems improbable, however, since the absolutive suffix –tl of ‘stone’ is syncopated in compound forms. 
Antonio Peñafiel himself suggested that the toponym stemmed from tetlama(k), ‘place of servants’, derived from 
tetlamakak or tetlamakani, ‘servant’ or ‘retainer’ (Peñafiel 1897: 270). Most recently, Alfonso Lacadena (pers. 
comm. 2014) has suggested that the place name incorporates the person prefix te– and the verbal root tlamaa, with 
several meanings, including ‘to go hunting’ and ‘to make captives’.
11 We designated these fragments as Stone 1 (measuring 32 x 20 cm), Stone 2 (33 x 26 cm) and Stone 3 (22 x 21 
cm). Local inhabitants were not able to inform us as to the origin of these fragments.
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senting a quartered circle sign infixed within a 
human hand. The quartered circle sign is found 
in other examples of Epiclassic writing, both 
at Xochicalco as well as Cacaxtla (Berlo 1989: 
27-28, 33; Helmke and Nielsen 2011: 25-26). 
Presumably these two signs serve to spell out the 
name of a particular locality, or perhaps describe 
the principal action of the scene. Framing this 
glyphic compound are two signs representing al-
ternating rows and columns, signs that are tied 
to depictions of the landscape and known as the 
“tilled field”12 motif, which is thought to depict 
verdant agricultural fields (von Winning 1987: II: 
35-39; Taube 2000: 41-43). Aside from numer-
ous examples in the iconography of Teotihuacan 
(see Figure 16c) this same motif is also found in 
the basal register of the stairside friezes of the 
Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent (AW2 and 
AW3) and in the glyphic texts of Stelae 1 and 2 
at Xochicalco (see Smith 2000b: 66; Smith and 
Hirth 2000: 23-24; Helmke and Nielsen 2011: 
Fig. 12d). Remarkably, the narrative represented 
on the Tetlama stela starts off with the calendri-
cal notation, recorded in the lower right corner 
of the scene, which clearly reads ‘2 movement’. 
That this monument records the same narrative 
as on the foregoing monuments is confirmed by 
the inclusion of the year date ‘4 rabbit’ at the end 
of the path of footprints, replete with an abridged 
tumpline sign. Thus, the narrative of the Tetlama 
stela is initiated and closed by precisely the same 
dates as on the other monuments, indicating that 

12 We recognize that to speak of tillage in a Mesoamer-
ican context can be problematic, but we are using the 
term established in the literature and are certainly cog-
nizant that ploughs were not utilized in Mesoamerica 
before the introduction of draft animals from the Old 
World. Nevertheless, fields can be tilled by manual 
means using hoes, and other hand tools, and this is 
what we are referring to here. As such an alternative 
term might be “furrowed field” to designate this sign.

Figure 14. The recently discovered stela from Tetlama 
(drawing by Christophe Helmke and Ángel Iván Rive-
ra Guzmán, based on photographs and field drawings 
corrected by artificial light).
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we are once again looking at the same foundation story. Here we can see a series of eroded figures 
along the path of footprints, which we suspect all represent the child-like deity or its effigy since it 
is represented three times reclining in what appears to be a cradle, although the backing in each case 
resembles an ikpalli throne, similar to those favored by the Aztec (Karl Taube pers. comm. 2014).13 
Since the gaze of these figures conforms to the orientation of the footprints we are left to interpret these 
depictions as traveling along the path, from the bottom to the top. After the first depiction is another 
date, which although partly eroded represents a day named by the head of a raptorial bird, such as an 
eagle, qualified by a bar for the numeral ‘5’. Close inspection revealed that this raptorial bird wears 
a necklace and as such we are looking a the date ‘5 vulture’. This date is not represented on the other 
monuments and therefore refers to another as yet unknown intervening event. The scene culminates 
at the top, where we see a balustrated stair leading up an imposing platform that supports a ballcourt, 
with high lateral structures with steep sloping benches capped by large monolithic rings serving as 
axial markers. These features are highly reminiscent of the ballcourt at Cerro el Jumil, but especially 
of the northern ballcourt at Xochicalco, that equally displays steep lateral structures and very similar 
monolithic rings (see López Luján 1995: 104; de la Fuente et al. 1995: 245). Nevertheless, the form 
or shape of the ballcourt as represented on the Tetlama stela need not be taken too literally and may 
well refer to another ballcourt, either at Xochicalco or another site in the vicinity. On the Tetlama stela, 
two figures are seated in front of, or within, the ballcourt, evidently bracing the carrying poles of a 
litter on their shoulders, so that it hovers slightly above the ground, as if at the very moment in which 
it was about to be set down. Upon the platform of the litter appears to be the same reclining figure, 
here represented at a diminutive scale, and as such recalling the child-like figure referred to in the text 
of Stela 1 from Xochicalco (D14), which significantly has been lain atop a woven mat in front of a 
structure (see Smith 2000b). While this portion has been affected by erosion on the Tetlama stela, the 
small reclining figure again seems to be rendered within the same type of cradle or throne as discussed 
earlier. Elsewhere, Rivera Guzmán (2014: 3) has suggested that the central figure is reminiscent of the 
Malinche Sculpture and that the litter as a whole served as a type of adoratorio or shrine. Building 
on this interpretation, we would add that this platform and the ballcourt together must serve the same 
function as the temple associated with ‘turkey mountain’ on the Piedra del Palacio and the courtyard 
group shown on the Lápida Garza-González. As a result the structures represented on the Tetlama 
stela may depict buildings that were constructed by the dynastic founder of Xochicalco, which as we 
have seen may be the site’s northern ballcourt. Fascinatingly, the path marked with footprints contin-
ues diagonally onwards from the ballcourt, suggesting that the narrative continued, something that is 
supported by what may be the glyphic sign that marks the path. Whereas that particular sign is not all 
too clear it may well represent the diagnostic traits of one aspect of the Storm god, that which has as 
its qualifier the so-called quincunx cross (see Wrem Anderson and Helmke 2013: 186-187, Fig. 10f). 
Typically, this particular Storm god is reduced to a handful of distinguishing features, including lateral 
disks for the eyes and the nose, a large curving upper lip, and a quincunx glyph within his mouth. 
Precisely the same glyph is found in the texts of Stelae 1 (B7) and 3 (B4) from Xochicalco (Smith 
2000b), and much as on the Tetlama stela these glyph occur without a numerical coefficient, ruling 
out its function as day signs, which in itself is interesting considering that the penultimate day ‘rain’ in 
central Mexican calendars was written using the head of the rain deity Tlaalok. As such, while we are 
uncertain as to the function of this sign it must serve as a type of qualifier and provide the reader with 
information pertaining to the remainder of the narrative.

13 If not a cradle then perhaps the figure was placed on a temporary, earthen altar, similar to the kind of momostli 
the Aztec migrants constructed for the effigy of Wiitziloopochtli on their journey (see Codex Boturini, p. 3; 
Siméon 1992: 287).
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This review of the monuments of Xochicalco makes it clear that these served to commemorate 
an important foundation story that was highly important to the local rulers. Salient correspondences 
between these various monuments clarify which elements were deemed pivotal turning points, 
whereas additional information that is particular to each monument helps us to flesh out some of the 
secondary details. These monuments committed to memory the foundation story or etiological myth of 
the dynastic founding of Xochicalco and in many respects can be deemed to be codices transferred to 
stone, if only to second the words of Nicholson (1969: 40). Based on these examples we can see that 
the story of origin focuses on the travel of a group of people, which although implicit, are mostly absent 
from the iconographic depictions, with the notable exception of the teomama and/or the deity effigy 
that embody the group as a whole. These people are said to originate in one locality and to move to 
another, with the travels made manifest on the landscape as a path marked by footprints. The landscape 
is not defined by a series of toponyms that mark boundaries, but instead only the points of departure 
and arrival are provided as primary geographic parameters. Key turning points in the narrative are 
given by a series of dates, wherein the start and end dates are those where there is the highest degree 
of accord, with variations of the story provided in the different retellings of the narrative on singular 
monuments. As such, whereas we can now make a case for the development, or at least the maturation 
of the cartographic tradition during the Epiclassic and at Xochicalco in particular, at this juncture 
we can see that these early records were still one and the same as annals considering the many dates 
scattered across the scenes. As such we can conclude that it was only during the ensuing Postclassic 
that the mapas and annals would gradually evolve into two separate genres, since most Postclassic 
mapas abound with toponymic information, but exhibit all the while a dearth if not a complete absence 
of calendrical information, which in turn is relegated to the accounts of the aptly named annals.

THE CRADLE OF MAPAS IN MESOAMERICA

Based on our review it should be clear that the Epiclassic is a period during which mapas matured 
as a genre and in large measure developed its characteristic traits. Nevertheless, the question remains 
as to whether there are still earlier attestations and what the earlier predecessors might be, which gave 
root to this tradition.

La Sufricaya and Copan
One of the earliest complete mapas has not been discovered in the central Mexican highlands, as 

might be expected, but at the archaeological site of La Sufricaya in the Maya lowlands of Guatemala 
(Estrada-Belli 2011: 135, Fig. 6.13; Estrada-Belli and Hurst 2011: 25-28, Figs. 1.1 and 1.2). This 
remarkable example was rendered as a polychromatic mural (designated as Mural 6N) within Room 
1 of the site’s palatial complex, and dates to the latter facet of the Early Classic, sometime after the 
Teotihuacan “entrada” of ad 378 and before ad 550 (see Stuart 2000; Martin and Grube 2000: 28-
35; Nielsen 2003). As such the mural at La Sufricaya is at least a full century earlier than the earliest 
monuments at Xochicalco to exhibit features of mapas. Not all too surprisingly, the murals at La 
Sufricaya exhibit strong central Mexican influences as well as commemorating in an accompanying 
glyphic text the entrada of ad 378 (Estrada-Belli et al. 2006).

Also, depictions of landscapes are virtually absent in the extensive corpus of Classic Maya 
iconography and it is therefore relatively straightforward to identify the mural as a feature introduced 
under Teotihuacan influence, even though the mural was executed by the hand of a Maya artisan. The 
scene depicts two structures, both rendered in profile, the lower one with a thatched roof, the other 
with distinctive Teotihuacan talud-tablero architecture, with characteristic hip moldings (Figure 15a). 
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Separating the two structures is a path of footprints and a group of individuals are travelling on the 
path, some exhibiting traits of supernatural entities, others priestly headdresses. At the top the possible 
protagonist of the scene ascends the talud-tablero structure and appears to be receiving something 
from the figure that is seating within the temple (Estrada-Belli 2011: 135; Estrada-Belli and Hurst 
2011: 26-27). The path of footprints that connects the two structures is a highly significant feature 
of the La Sufricaya mural since it anticipates the configuration and composition of the Xochicalco 
monuments, which likewise relate narrative scenes involving a place of origin and arrival, each tied 
to and represented by distinct buildings. The Sufricaya mural demonstrates that antecedents of mapas 
predate the Epiclassic and undoubtedly find their origin in the final act of Teotihuacan’s dramatic 
heyday, before its eventual collapse and abandonment (e.g., Diehl and Berlo 1989; Rattray 1996; 
Moragas Segura 2005).

Still other traces of the rise of the mapa tradition of Teotihuacan culture can be found at other 
Maya sites, including Copan in Honduras. There, an ambitious archaeological project has been 
tunneling into the imposing acropolis and has revealed some of the earliest structures built at the 
site. These early structures date to the very founding of the dynasty in the first half of the 5th century, 
buildings that were commissioned by the founder of the dynasty, Yax K’uk’ Mo’ and his descendants 
(e.g., Sharer et al. 2005; Bell et al. 2004). One of these early structures was built of adobe in talud-
tablero architecture and included the burial that is thought to contain the earthly remains of Yax K’uk’ 
Mo’ (Bell et al. 2004 132-136). The tomb held a series of ceramics demonstrating the extent of the 
trade networks and influence of the local court, with vessels from other portions of the Maya area as 
well as ceramics stemming from as far away as the central Mexican highlands (Reents-Budet et al. 
2004). Significantly, an associated phase of this early structure was also decorated with polychromatic 
murals, which now sadly are reduced to fragments. Among “the scenes visible on these fragments 
are a seated figure gesturing toward a standing figure and painted footprints ascending a stairway” 
(Sharer et al. 2005: 160; see also Nielsen 2003: Fig. G1; Bell 2007: Fig. 5.14). It is precisely this last 
fragment that is so significant, since it depicts two rows of footprints on the stairs of a structure, with 
terraces built in talud-tablero that present the same hip moldings seen at La Sufricaya (Figure 15b). 
These fragments demonstrate that elements of the mapas tradition date back to the 5th century ad and 
can be traced to Teotihuacan culture and iconographic canons, and one is left to wonder if the murals 
contained an arrival and foundation scene comparable to those found at La Sufricaya and Xochicalco.

Teotihuacan
In contrast to the Maya area, landscape scenes are known from several examples at Teotihuacan. 

One of these scenes is found in the residential compound known as Atetelco, situated to the west of 
the Avenue of the Dead (Figure 16a). The mural shows a rugged and mountainous landscape, replete 
with nopal and barrel cacti as well as zacate grass all identifying the arid vegetation of the area. 
Added atop the mountain range is a row of stylized obsidian blades, quite possibly serving to identify 
this landscape as the modern Sierra de las Navajas, to the northeast of Teotihuacan where the green 
Pachuca obsidian is found (Angulo 2008: 188-190; Nielsen and Helmke 2008: 473). Among the Aztec 
in the Postclassic this mountain range was known as Yztepec (‘obsidian-mountain-place’), which has 
given the range its modern name (see Taube 1991; Helmke and Nielsen 2014: 101, Fig. 13g and 14h). 
Some of the more prominent peaks within the mountainous landscape as depicted at Atetelco carry 
glyphic compounds that specify the name of a particular mountain (Nielsen and Helmke 2008; Helmke 
and Nielsen 2014: 101, Fig. 13h). Whereas the Atetelco scene can be dated to the 5th century, what may 
be an even earlier example of such a mountainous landscape can be found at the Maya site of Acanceh, 
which may date to the 4th century (Seler 1915: 389-404; Miller 1991). Again this mural exhibits a 
whole array of features that identify this as the product of cultural influence from Teotihuacan. Here 
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Figure 15. Examples of central Mexican style mapas found in the Maya area. a) Mural 6N of Room 1 within 
the palatial structure at La Sufricaya (watercolor by Heather Hurst, after Estrada-Belli & Hurst 2011: Fig. 1.1). 
b) Mural fragment recovered from the Hunal structure, buried deep within the Copan acropolis (drawing by 
Christophe Helmke, after Bell 2007: Fig. 5.14).
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Figure 16. A selection of Teotihuacan-style landscapes scenes: a) An arid and mountainous landscape, Murals 
2-3, Portico 1, Patio 3, Atetelco compound, Teotihuacan (drawing by Christophe Helmke, based on photographs 
of the original fragments and a drawing by Santos Villasánchez); b) detail of the stucco frieze representing named 
mountains at Acanceh (adapted from Seler 1915: Fig. XI); c) detail of a landscape scene showing irrigated fields 
and blossoming trees, Mural 6, Patio 2, Tepantitla compound, Teotihuacan (drawing by Christophe Helmke).
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we see a whole series of stylized mountain signs, and within each is a creature or a glyphic compound 
that serves to name the particular mountain (Helmke and Nielsen 2011: 40, 2014: 79). Thus we can 
see a ‘descending eagle mountain’, a ‘squirrel mountain’ (n. 13), a ‘rabbit mountain’ (n. 7), a ‘bat 
mountain’ (n. 8), whereas other qualifiers include a supernatural bird with jagged flints emerging from 
its wings (n. 10), and a supernatural snake bearing stars on its body entwined around a sharp knife 
pointing at a bleeding heart (n. 11) (Figure 16b). Aside from named mountains, related landscape 
scenes involving a greater variety of toponyms are preserved in the murals of the Tepantitla compound 
to the northeast of the Pyramid of the Sun. Here the landscape scenes adorn the basal register of the 
murals and all are rendered above the so-called tilled field motif that we already saw in connection 
with the Tetlama stela. At Tepantitla this glyphic motif indeed marks well-irrigated fields that are 
interrupted only by the flow of water as streams and eddies (Figure 16c). Rising from these fields 
are luxuriant, blossoming trees, each associated with a glyphic compound that appears to provide a 
toponym (see Cowgill 1992; Taube 2000: 7-9; Helmke and Nielsen 2014: 76, 78). One such toponym 
is composed of eyes within a blossom, a second represents a human skull that sprouts a flower, a third 
an eye at the juncture between two paths, and another still represents a mountain enclosing an ancestral 
figure that paces within (Helmke and Nielsen 2014: 101, Fig. 13f). Between the toponyms are animals 
and human figures engaged in a whole series of different activities including various ballgames and 
other pastimes (e.g., Browder 2005; Uriarte 2006). As a result it is clear that elaborate landscape 
scenes depicting named mountains and other toponyms is a feature of mapas that also finds its origin 
within Teotihuacan culture.

Whereas landscapes are a known feature of Teotihuacan, for the most part these are not usually 
paired off with paths or rows of footprints. Nevertheless, the many examples of footprints found in 
the Teotihuacan corpus, which qualify the nature of certain surfaces, indicate that this is a convention 
that was widespread if not locally developed (von Winning 1987: II: 40-46). Such paths of footprints 
were developed at Teotihuacan as an iconographic convention and a means of imbuing directionality, 
flow and narrative vigor to scenes. For example, the murals of Tetitla compound and Zona 5A show 
roads marked with linear arrangements of footprints that indicate the path of travel of a series of 
supernatural entities, including reticulated felines on their way to a temple that has jaguar pelt as its 
qualifying feature (Evans 2010: 20-25) (Figure 17a). Also in the White Patio at Atetelco, we can also 
see warriors atop raised platforms marked with chaalchiwitl (Cabrera Castro 1995: 211, Fig. 18.7). 
The entire surface of this platform exhibits an array of footprints pointing in all possible directions 
as if to indicate that the warriors are performing a dance atop a platform reserved for such public 
pageantry (Cabrera Castro 1995: 211) (Figure 17b). A similar convention was used in the Postclassic 
to denote markets since multitudes crisscrossed such areas, such as in the Matrícula de Huexotzinco 
(Prem 1974: Fol. 541r).

Human figures travelling along paths marked by footprints are otherwise known from the murals 
of Techinantitla, and based on their tasseled headdresses we can see that these were important 
individuals, who were each named in associated glyphic captions (Millon 1988: 119-120). This 
raises the possibility that these murals depict the progress of historical agents to a distant destination, 
or alternatively another foundational narrative involving near-mythic figures in the remote past. 
Unfortunately the Techinantitla murals are too fragmentary to be able to resolve these possibilities 
(Figure 18). The murals of Patio 1 at Tetitla may represent one such ritual progress, since the scenes 
name a toponym that may be associated with the Cerro Jantetelco near Chalcatzingo in Morelos, 
while the human figures, some of them named in the associated glyphic captions, all carry incense 
pouches and conduct scattering rituals (see Helmke and Nielsen 2014: 93-94). It is noteworthy 
that the figures in the Techinantitla murals all bear incense pouches and conduct scattering rituals 
while emitting large speech scrolls, in much the same way as the murals from Tetitla. Therefore it 
may well be that the Techinantitla murals also commemorated an important ritual progress, where 
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high ranking individuals peregrinated across an idealized landscape, or, recalling the Codex Xolotl, 
circumambulated the extent of the territory under their charge. Based on this interpretation the murals 
of Tetitla and Techinantitla may represent early narratives that exhibit some of the most salient 
features of mapas, yet presented in a different format, as a series of murals spanning across many 
adjoining walls.

Figure 17. Footprints in Teotihuacan iconography: a) Path marked with footprints leading a reticulated feline 
to a diminutive shrine marked with jaguar spots, Mural 8, Room 12, Tetitla compound (drawing by Susan Toby 
Evans, after Evans 2010: Fig. 4); b) warrior figure standing atop a platform marked with footprints pointing in 
all directions, suggesting a dance platform, North Mural, White Patio, Atetelco compound (drawing by Jenni 
Bongard, after Headrick 2007: Fig. 4.1).
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The one set of scenes that aptly combine toponyms with historical actions as per the format that 
one would expect for mapas can be found on a series of fragmentary ceramic vessels from Santiago 
Ahuizotla, once in the collection of Hasso von Winning (1987: II: 43-44, Figs. 3b-d) (Figure 19). This 
archaeological site, situated close to Azcapotzalco, on the western side of the Valley of Mexico was 
clearly part of the Teotihuacan realm during the Early Classic (Tozzer 1921). The sherds of the post-
slip incised vessels dating to the Xolalpan phase (c. ad 350-550) depict a stepped mountain sign that 
has as its qualifying element a nopal cactus, cueing the reading ‘nopal mountain’ (von Winning 1987: 
II: 43). This place may well have as its modern reflex the settlement of Santa María de la Asunción 
Nopaltepec, located just 17 km northeast of Teotihuacan (Helmke and Nielsen 2014: 102, Fig. 13i-j). 
Significantly, a row of human footprints are shown ascending the mountain and a figure, bearing what 
appears to be a spearthrower, arrives at this location (see also Nielsen and Helmke 2008: 463). These 
scenes thus commemorate an “arrival” event, incidents which in Mesoamerican texts and imagery 
often euphemistically conveyed conquests (e.g., Stuart 2000, 2005; Nielsen 2003). As such these 
scenes might very well commemorate the conquest of ‘nopal mountain’ at the hands of Teotihuacan 
warriors. The coupling of toponyms with narrative elements in what appear to be simplified landscape 
scenes is thus conclusively found as early as the 4th and 5th centuries on the basis of the scenes 

Figure 18. A selection of mural fragments from the Techinantitla compound, Teotihuacan showing named, 
priestly figures walking atop a path marked by footprints, possibly commemorating some kind of peregrination 
or ritual progress (drawings by Saburo Sugiyama, after Millon 1988: Figs. V.5, V.10, V.3 and V.4, respectively).
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seen as Techinantitla, Tetitla and the vessels from Ahuizotla. It is during precisely the same time 
period that we see the advent of landscape scenes as seen at Acanceh, Atetelco and Tepantitla. The 
footprints and their linear configurations are also found in many contexts at Teotihuacan and represent 
the most distinctive and enduring feature of mapas, but this convention finds its roots among even 

Figure 19. Post-slip incised sherds of ceramic vases from a) Azcapotzalco and b)-c) Santiago Ahuizotla depicting 
the arrival to Cerro Nopal wherein a warrior ascends the characteristic mountain sign with footprints marking the 
ascent (after von Winning 1987: Fig. 3b-d).
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earlier Mesoamerican cultures (see von Winning 1987: II: 41-42; Lacadena 2008). Nevertheless, the 
development of landscape scenes as well as the combination of footprints and toponyms to generate 
narrative scenes are all innovations of Teotihuacan culture, finding their most explicit realization in 
the murals of La Sufricaya and undoubtedly at Copan, when Teotihuacan was at its apogee. It was 
at Xochicalco, however, during the Epiclassic, that the mapa tradition was further developed and 
matured, with the clear introduction of calendrical notations. As such the mapa tradition in central 
Mexico has very many deep roots indeed.

FINAL THOUGHTS

In the past decades seminal publications on central Mexican writing systems, such as those by Berlo 
(1989) and Taube (2000, 2011), have attempted to demonstrate the continuity of specific signs, script 
conventions and relationships between text and image across time, from Early Classic Teotihuacan to 
Postclassic Tula and the Aztec, via the Epiclassic cultures. In previous works we have followed up on 
this elemental proposition (e.g. Helmke and Nielsen 2011, 2013c, 2014; Nielsen and Helmke 2008, 
2014, 2017; Nielsen et al. in press) and due to the many structural and substantive similarities we are 
now in a position to suggest the existence of one, fundamental central Mexican logophonetic writing 
system across time. There are temporal as well as regional differences to be sure, and the seeming 
mismatch of phonetic signs of Aztec writing versus those of its predecessors at Teotihuacan and in 
Epiclassic writing may well indicate that there has been a linguistic disjunction, wherein the writing 
system was initially developed for one language family was subsequently adapted to reproduce words 
in Nawatl (see Nielsen and Helmke 2011; Lacadena 2014). In the present paper we have approached 
the subject of continuity in central Mexican writing from a slightly different perspective, in that we 
have focused on the origins of the mapa tradition, tracing its origins to Teotihuacan and following the 
tradition to Xochicalco. Although we do find depictions of codices in the iconography of both sites 
(Nielsen et al. in press), at present no actual books have been discovered archaeologically at either. It is 
at Teotihuacan that we see some of the earliest evidence for cross-media transferral of painted narrative 
formats designed for one medium into another, specifically codices into mural art (see Houston 2014: 
31-73). As such, the Techinantitla scenes and the murals of Patio 1 at Tetitla (Berrin 1988; Helmke and 
Nielsen 2014: 91, 93-94, Fig. 11) may all represent adaptations of the local mapa tradition to murals, 
displaying individuals travelling on paths while performing scattering rituals, as though sheets of 
screenfold books cast on a series of adjoining walls.

Here it also worth recalling that mapas and lienzos were traditionally displayed on walls. Thus, the 
Dominican friar Francisco de Burgoa reported that “I have heard some elders explain that they fastened 
these books of cosmography along the length of the rooms of the lords for their own aggrandizement, 
valuing them and referring to them in their assemblies” (Pohl 1994: 141). The case of Xochicalco and 
the sites in its vicinity, such as Tetlama, duplicate these practices, since codical mapas were translated 
onto upright stone stelae and panels, which were embedded into the walls of architectural spaces. 
While we suspect that the question of permanency may have played a role, we are left to speculate 
about the motivations for such Epiclassic innovations. Nevertheless, these examples provide us with 
fleeting glimpses of what Epiclassic mapas looked like in all probability – as well as the type of 
content they communicated. We are thus able to suggest that a series of monuments from Xochicalco 
and Tetlama recount key points in the migration and foundation stories of the local ruling dynasty, 
with a set of toponyms as well as specific and recurrent dates of paramount importance. As such, we 
hope to have been able to demonstrate that in terms of genres, formats as well as combinations of text 
and image used to convey temporal and spatial parameters there are clear indications of a high degree 
of cultural continuity from at least the Epiclassic and into the Late Postclassic and early Colonial 
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period. This is not to say that the intervening period saw no changes nor innovations, and as we 
have mentioned, the Epiclassic monuments that we have examined here, also display attempts to 
present mapas in a more reduced or abbreviated format, probably conditioned at least in part by the 
technical challenges of reproducing in stone the details and information recorded on codical mapas. 
The Xochicalco monuments thus seem to reflect an Epiclassic precursor to the mapa tradition that 
is ancestral to that of the Late Postclassic. Going even further back in time, we have noted that the 
murals from La Sufricaya and Copan, along with certain iconographic elements and conventions 
at Teotihuacan, demonstrate that the antecedents of the mapa tradition predate the Epiclassic and 
undoubtedly find their origin in Teotihuacan’s extraordinary heyday, before its eventual collapse and 
abandonment, which itself gave rise to the socio-political factors that paved the way for the rise of the 
city-states that would come to define the Epiclassic (see Diehl and Berlo 1989). While we can only 
speculate as to the ultimate origins of the mapa format and its compositional conventions, which may 
hark back to even earlier times, the observations presented here have at least cast some new light on 
the history of the central Mexican cartographic tradition and the cultural practice of mapping the past.
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